The RSPCA has written to Defra to ask it to put in writing its pledge to not scrap or amend existing legislation that prevents substandard agricultural products from being imported into the UK.

Chlorine-washed chicken, hormone-injected beef and dairy products from animals that have been given the growth hormone bovine somatotropin are all barred from entering the UK under legislation inherited from the EU.

However, the charity fears that, because the trade ban may conflict with World Trade Organization (WTO) rules -- because such a ban is regarded by the WTO as not necessarily evidence based -- these protections could be scrapped after the UK leaves its current trading arrangement with the EU on 31 December.

In its letter, the RSPCA called on the government to give a 'cast-iron guarantee' that it will keep in place, unamended, a vital piece of legislation called the Specific Food Hygiene (Regulation (EC) No. 853/2004) (Amendment) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019.

Its policy officer, David Bowles, said environment secretary George Eustice had verbally agreed during a BBC interview that the government would not touch this and other relevant statutory instruments.

> Until the pledge is made in writing the charity is unsure whether it can trust the government

If that agreement is honoured, Bowles said, the spectre of substandard agricultural imports will fall away. However, until the pledge is made in writing the charity is unsure whether it can trust the government on this.

In its manifesto, the Conservative Party stated: 'In all of our trade negotiations, we will not compromise on our high environmental protection, animal welfare and food standards.' However, campaigners fear that, though indicative of a positive stance on the issue, the pledge may still be vague enough to allow some 'wriggle room'.

Defra confirmed George Eustice had received the RSPCA's letter and would be responding to it in due course, stating that the UK was 'a world leader in these areas and that will not change'.
